



Writing reports is the final stage of the research process, 
following on from the organization and analysis of data. It 
is the stage when, having examined the existing literature 
on the research topic and organized the findings from your 
own fieldwork, you add your own thoughts and discussion 
on the topic and present those to a third party. The “report” 
in question might be a short report for a university class, or 
a graduation thesis, or even a book intended for a general 
readership. These may seem like output of very different na-
tures, but common to them all is the fact that they all con-
tain descriptions of your first-hand experiences, to which 
you have added your own discussion, and that they are all 
written in order to convey that information to a third party. 
This chapter will focus on the basics of report writing from 
this inclusive perspective. 
2. A report is something to be assembled
Literature and reports are quite different. Literature, in gen-
eral, communicates emotions through beautiful prose, and 
that which is able to stir emotion in the reader is lauded. 
Reports, on the other hand, are something that every uni-
versity student is required to write; they are more matter-
of-fact accounts. I use the term “matter-of-fact” without any 
negative implications. Rather, I use it to highlight the fact 
that there is no need for literary language in a report; report 
writing needs to focus on the accessible communication to 
the reader of salient facts and discussion. 
There are those researchers who rely on inspiration, 
describing their working process thus—“I was suddenly 
struck with inspiration and wrote the entire paper in a sin-
gle sitting” or “Inspiration is important to me”—and indeed 
some reports written on the basis of such inspiration may be 
outstanding. What we are concentrating on in this chapter, 
however, are not those reports which can wait for inspira-
tion to strike, but those reports written to give an account 
of facts made clear by a process of research together with 
the researcher’s own discussion of the significance of those 
facts. 
Reports are different again from critiques; they should 
not be written as the researcher pleases, filled with what-
soever is in his or her mind. A report is “in principle, not 
something that is drawn out little by little, but something 
which is assembled” (Umesao 1969: 201). If poetry and lit-
erary prose are outpourings of emotion, straight from the 
heart, then reports, by contrast, should be approached as if 
drawing up a design; first the overall layout is drafted, and 
then is the report written. 
3. Examples of “assembled” reports
Year ago, when I conducted fieldwork on the Lahu, a minor-
ity group living in the mountainous regions of north Thai-
land, I recorded what I saw and heard every day in the vil-
lage, missing out as little as possible, in my notebook, just as 
I had been instructed by my supervisor. After ten months, I 
was left with a vast amount of diary-like documented mate-
rial, but of course I could not simply write it up as it was 
into a report. 
So I re-read my notes, and in the blank space to the left 
of my entries, I added headings that indicated the content 
of each passage. I did also do this during my fieldwork, but I 
added to the headings as I looked back over my records with 
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Once this was completed, I noticed that some head-
ings appeared more often than others. This frequency was 
a good indication of the themes I was interested in. Then, 
wanting to gain an overall picture of the information I had 
obtained on each of these themes, I made three copies of my 
notes, and cut out the relevant parts, then secured them all 
together with a clip on the top left side. Having done this, I 
was able to create bundles for each theme. 
I then placed the clipped bundles on the floor in front 
of me and stared at them for a time. I moved the bundles 
around, lining them up in different ways, to bring the bun-
dles that were related to each other closer together. In the 
remaining blank space in my fieldnotes, I drew up, revised 
and re-revised a chart to indicate how the various headings 
are related to each other. The chart first indicated how the 
more significant themes were related to each other and then 
how the more significant themes were related to the less sig-
nificant ones. 
In the process of revision and re-revision, the structure 
of my report gradually became clear. First, the chart indicat-
ed the most significant themes, and how these themes were 
related to one another. Next, the chart showed how the less 
significant themes, sub-themes of the main themes, were 
interrelated. Then I made up further charts indicating other 
relationships between less significant themes1. 
Correlation charts showing hierarchical relationships 
resemble tables of contents. The contents section of a book 
will first give the chapter titles, and then indicate the sec-
tions of each chapter, which is then further subdivided into 
sub-sections. When drawing up a report, before beginning 
work on the main body of the report, it is advisable to first 
try drawing up a contents section. In the course of writ-
ing the report, this contents section will be revised many 
times. The contents section of a report indicates the overall 
structure (assembly) of the report. The contents section first 
gives the main sections, then the subdivisions of those; it in-
dicates the relationship between the main sections, and the 
relationship between the main and the sub-sections. It may 
be considered the blueprint of the report. 
Equally, however, just because the contents section has 
been drawn up, it does not mean that the author must per-
sist with it, or should be constrained by it. As you write the 
text of your report, be it with your pen or on your computer, 
it is often the case that new ideas emerge and new relation-
ships between themes become clear. 
If you reach a dead-end as you write, then put your pen 
down or take your hands from your keyboard, and return 
to your contents section and your correlation chart. Look 
again at the bundles of clippings lined up on your floor or 
on your desk; play with the arrangement. As your hands and 
your bundles move, so you can adjust and revise the struc-
ture of your report (your blueprint). 
As you fiddle around with your contents section and 
correlation chart, you will end up with a cleaner structure 
for your report. What is important in a report is not the 
beauty of the words or the sentences, but the beauty of the 
structure. 
As the above shows, there is no need to write a report 
in order, starting with the introduction, moving through the 
main body, and finishing with the conclusion. If the overall 
structure has been drafted, then it is possible to write the 
report in the order in which it is easiest for you to write. In-
deed, it is most likely that you will write your introduction 
last. Once the full report has been drafted, once the problem 
has become even clearer, then the problem to be tackled in 
the report can be expressed to the reader. 
4. Basic report structure
Reports assembled in this way will generally be structured 
along the following lines: Report title, Author information 
(name, affiliation etc.), Contents (or structure), 1. State-
ment of the research problem, 2. Presentation of what 
has been determined through research, 3. Analysis of 
Figure 2 Example of writing records on card
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research findings, 4. Conclusions, 5. Notes, 6. References/
bibliography. 
Of course, it is not necessary to always follow this 
structure; structure may be more complex or just different. 
However, to ensure that what you are writing is a report, and 
not a piece of literature or a critique, then following the out-
line above should allow you to produce output that can be 
reliably called a report. 
Contents (or structure): including the contents of a report 
at the beginning, particularly where it is a long report, 
makes the report more accessible for the reader. This is be-
cause it will allow the reader to gain a general picture, before 
beginning to read the report, of how the report will develop 
across which areas in order to reach what conclusions. 
1. Statement of the research problem (sections often en-
titled “Introduction” or “Preface”): this section indicates 
which problem is to be taken up in the report, and which 
processes will be used to discuss that problem. In other 
words, what is the target problem and what methods will be 
used to approach the problem in order to understand it. 
2. Presentation of what has been determined through 
research: this section will contain the facts and findings 
determined through research in reference to the problem 
identified in Section 1 (Statement of the research problem). 
“Research” here is not limited to fieldwork, but rather in-
cludes findings from the review of books and other materi-
als (literature research). 
3. Analysis of research findings: this is the most important 
section of the report. Here, the author outlines his or her 
own thinking with regard to the findings of the research. 
The reader, having taken the time to read the report, will be 
expecting originality in the views and discussion expressed 
in this section. 
4. Conclusions: this section gives a brief description of the 
conclusions drawn in response to the problem identified 
in Section 1 (Statement of the research problem). Section 1 
(Statement of the research problem) should correspond to 
Section 4 (Conclusions). 
5. Notes: this section may be used to give supplementary 
information not directly related to the gist of the report but 
significant nevertheless. 
6. References/bibliography: this section is used to indicate 
the sources (literature, materials) used by the author in 
reference to the facts presented in the report and the discus-
sion given on those facts. Reports must always be written 
so that it is clear which parts of the report rely on the work 
of others and which parts describe the original thinking of 
the author. Those parts that are taken from the work of oth-
ers should be duly indicated in the report, for example as 
(Umesao 1969: 201). The reader will be able to refer to the 
bibliography to see that the relevant citation comes from 
page 201 of the 1969 publication, by Iwatani Shoten, of The 
Art of Intellectual Production by Tadao Umesao. 
Some reports will involve more complex methods of assem-
bly. Most longer reports—those long enough for a book, for 
example—will be divided into chapters following the outline 
given above, with each chapter then subdivided into a simi-
lar structure. The basic report pattern, given above, does not 
need to always be applied exactly as described, but those 
reports that are structured according to the basic outline 
above are guaranteed to have covered the basic elements re-
quired for a report to be a report. 
5. Conclusion
There is a basic structure to report writing: set a problem, 
research the problem, discuss the research findings, draw 
your own conclusions with regard to the problem set. Re-
ports are a means of giving an account to a third party of 
the findings of your research. With this in mind, reports 
should not simply be words put to paper in any old order, 
but rather the result of a careful assembly process, in which 
structure has been determined before a single line is written. 
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Notes
1. This was my method of choice at the time. Some people choose to 
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write their fieldwork records on cards rather than in notebooks, 
and indeed the methods with which people document research will 
differ according to individual. Having said that, it is likely that the 
process of organizing chronologically collected data according to 
topic and then considering the relationship(s) between those topics 
is common to most methods. 
